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J E W I S H  CULTURE IN 
M E D I E V A L  CATALONIA 
n unfortunate and distorting result of mistakenly 
considering the political structure of France and 
Spain as unchanged in the last few centuries i s  the 
ignoronce of,the specifically Catalan nature of 
eminent figures of medieval Hispanic Judaism who, 
though using Hebrew as their cultural language, 
had Catalan as their mother-tongue and were 
subiects of the kings of Catalonia-Aragon. The 
present borders are of no use, therefore, in 
establishing with any accuracy the framework in 
which Hebrew life developed in our lands; the 
Catalan Jews' culture striddled the Pyrenees and stretched 
beyond Roussillon to Languedoc and Provence. This area 
formed a homogeneous cultural unit, often under the authority 
of a member of the Casal de Barcelona, though this does not 
mean that the Catalan communities had little contact with those 
of Castile. After the expulsion of the Jews in 1492, the Catalan 
and Castilian communities fused to form the nucleus of 
Sephardic Judaism as we know it today. 
So, on both sides of the Pyrenees, in Lleida, in Majorca, in 
Valencia, that is to soy, the territory which we now cal1 Pai'sos 
Catalans, we find Jews established long before the year 
1000, leading an almost exclusively urban life, since they lived 
mainly in the important regional centres and in towns and cities 
situated on the chief communication routes. Where there were 
enough families they organized themselves in such a way as to 
have communal services (synagogue, cemetery etc.), and these 
communities, know as aliamas, enioyed a iuridical status upheld 
by the royal authority. Unlike the aljama with its clearly defined 
legal status, the cal1 in Catalonia was a recognizable physical 
space, an area of narrow streets inhabited mainly by Jews 
(though also by Christians in some cases), normally open and 
in contact with the rest of the town. It must be pointed out that, 
being the property of the king as well as a source of income to 
the crown, most Jews lived in towns and cities of royal 
dominion (Barcelona, Girona, Lleida, Perpignan etc.). Also for 
this reason, the feudal lords could only have Jews in their 
tówns if the king allowed it. At first the Jews had al1 sorts of 
iobs, but they were gradually forced to abandon many of 
those that implied relations with Christians. In the thirteenth 
century some Jews acquired a considerable socio-political 
importance. The Catalan kings trusted them with important 
posts, such as general administrator, treasurer or ambassador 
to the Moslem kingdoms of Spain and North Africa; others held 
posts as secretaries or interpreters. However, in 1283 Pere el 
Gran barred the Jews from holding any kind of 
authority over the Christians and imposed several 
restrictive laws on them, which were to mark the 
beginning of the decline of their influence on 
public life. The social degradation of the Jews and 
their segregation from the Christians were 
aggravated by the Block Death (1 348) and the 
civil disturbances of 1391, when their population 
decreased drastically. The Tortosa debate 
(1 41 3-1 41 41, called by Benet XIII, was the final 
straw for many Jews, who abandoned Judaism 
through choice or by force. The life of the Jewish communities 
dragged on still, without its earlier splendour, until 1492, when 
the expulsion of the Jews from al1 the Hispanic kingdoms 
forced them once again to take up the wandering life which a 
thousand years or more before had brought them to this land. 
It must be remembered with pride, though, that alongside the 
important figures of the politics and especially the finance of 
the time, our country produced an endless string of authors 
who, in spite of the chaos of the time, gave themselves up to 
the study of science, philosophy, theology, exegesis and 
literature. The scientific and cultural work of the Catalan Jews 
bears a considerable weight in the history of Judaism in the 
lberian Peninsula and even today it is studied and respected 
al1 over the Jewish world. From the rich crop of Hebrew 
authors our country has produced (Jaume Riera has counted 
more than a hundred and twenty!), a few of the greatest could 
be picked out for special mention and their rightful place given 
to them in the cultural history of Catalonia. 
Abraham bar Hiya (Barcelona, 1 1 th- 12th centuries), who 
cultivated astronomy, geometry, philosophy and exegesis, and 
was the first person to use Hebrew instead of Arabic in 
philosophy and science. His work helped to spread Arab 
science throughout the western world. 
Abraham ben Hasday (Barcelona, 12th century), who 
translated the legend of Barlaam i losafat from Arabic to 
Hebrew with the title The Prince and the Monk, this version 
having been published many times over the centuries. It is a 
leading work in medieval Hebrew literature. 
In the first half of the thirteenth century, because of the 
contacts with the sages and mystics of Provence, a centre of 
new religious forces was formed in Girona, which was to 
be transcendental for Judaism and whose followers were to be 
know as cabalists. Among this movement's most important 
personalities, as well as the central figures of the rabbis Ezra 
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and Azriel, there was Moses ben Nachman, also known as 
Bonastruc de Porta, (b. Girona, 11951, who was not only a 
leading member of this circle of mystics, but also the greatest 
authority of his time on Hispanic Judaism. Morover, it was he 
who defended Judaism in the famous debate of 1263 held in 
Barcelona before King Jaume l. 
Solomon ibn Adret (b. Barcelona, 12351, who is known mainly 
for the thousands and thousands of his juridical replies which 
have been ~reserved and which have become a source of 
study indispensable to this very doy, not only in questions of 
Hebraic law but also for the considerable information they 
contain on the everyday life of the Jews in the kingdom of 
Aragon at that time. For the same reason lsac ben Sheshet 
Perfet (b. Barcelona, 1326) and Simon ben Zemach Duran (b. 
Majorca, 1361 are also important. 
Jedaiah ha-Penini, or Bonet Abraham, (Perpignan, 12th-13th 
centuries), great defender of philosophy studies (and women) 
and commentator on several theses by Avicenna, Averroes, 
Alfarabi and Maimbnides. 
Menahem ha-Meiri, or Vidal Salomó, (Perpignan 1 249-1 3 161, 
commentator on the Bible and the Talmud, who often used 
Catalan to explain the meaning of Hebrew words. 
Hasdai Crescas (b. Barcelona in the first half of the 14th 
century) was a forceful thinker who daringly challenged the 
work of Maimbnides with his criticism of Aristotelian science. 
He is the most famous philosopher born on Catalan soil. A man 
of rank in the Jewish community, he enioyed the favour of the 
kings of Catalonia-Aragon and worked tirelessly in the 
interests of the Jewish communities affected by the 
disturbances of 1391. 
P r o h l  Duran (b. Perpignan, mid-14th century), who enioyed 
the protection of the Crescas family, was a man of enormous 
culture, author of an extremely famous Hebrew grammar of 
excellent scientific quality and of apologetic works on the 
Christian scriptures. 
The renewed interest of the Catalans in Jewish life and culture 
shows itself not only in the attempt to restore old calls and 
buildings representative of the material framework in which 
they developed, but also in the study and diffusion of the 
cultural works (scientific, religious, philosophical and literary) 
which the Jews produced. Both these tasks now have the 
support of the Associació d'Estudiosos del Judaisme Catala, in 
Tarrega, which brings together a large number of investigators 
directly interested in this aspect of medieval history. 
